The continuing challenge of burn care in the elderly.
Recent improvements in survival have stimulated interest in the care of elderly patients with burn injuries. We reviewed 278 patients aged 45 years and older treated during a 10-year period. The survival rate was 80% overall and 67% for patients over 75 years of age. Mortality rates correlated with patient age, burn size, presence of inhalation injury, number of complications of care, and fluid resuscitation requirements, but not with the number of preexisting medical problems. Burn wound excision and skin grafting were performed frequently and were well tolerated. During this period, hospital charges increased fourfold and were twice as great in nonsurvivors. Reimbursements based on diagnosis-related groups during the last 3 years of the review (75 patients) resulted in a total deficit of $1.2 million. Aggressive care for most elderly patients with burn injuries appears justified by the improved outcomes demonstrated. This has increased the difficulty of decisions regarding patient salvability and the allotment of resources. Elderly patients with burn injuries illustrate many contemporary dilemmas in patient care in this era of cost consciousness.